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  About the Book




  The little girl appeared in Central Park: red-haired, blue-eyed, smiling, perfect – except for the blood on her shoulder. It fell from the sky, she said, while she was looking for her uncle, who turned into a tree. Poor child, people thought. And then they found the body in the tree.




  For NYPD detective Kathy Mallory, there is something about the girl that she understands. Mallory is damaged, they say, but she can tell a kindred spirit. And this one will lead her to a story of extraordinary crimes; murders stretching back fifteen years, blackmail and complicity and a particular cruelty that only someone with Mallory’s history could fully recognise. In the next few weeks, Kathy Mallory will deal with them all . . . in her own way.
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  This book is dedicated to my cousin John, a vet from the Vietnam era, a laid-back soul with scuffed boots, a ’63 Chevy and

         a dry sense of humor. He liked ballgames and cigarettes. A working man who rolled his own, he claimed no ambitions beyond

         the next Saturday night.

      




  And he was a man of mystery.




  My best memory of him is a warm summer day, sailing down the coast of Massachusetts in an old wooden boat full of cousins

         and cold beer. We dropped anchor in a harbor, where we were surrounded by boats a bit larger, but then a luxury craft pulled

         up alongside. It was huge. A crowd of well-dressed, smiling people – so many teeth and so white – leaned over the rail to wave at us, and that was

         confusing. We do not come down from yachting people, and we didn’t know any of them. So . . . what the—

      




  Then John, the most lax dresser among us, stood up in torn jeans and a not-quite-white tee. Cheers went up; they were waving

         at him. He crushed his beer can in one hand, waved back and then waved them the hell away. Apparently, John knew yachting people; he just didn’t have much use for them. And the rest of us never got the backstory on that day. That was John Herland, man of mystery, and when he died, I’m sure he was missed by yachtsmen everywhere, but deeply missed by me.

      




  ONE




  

    

      On the day I was born, I ran screaming from the womb. That’s what my father tells me when I bring home a story about the Driscol

               School.




      —Ernest Nadler


    


  




  The first outcry of the morning was lost in a Manhattan mix of distant sirens, barking dogs and loud music from a car rolling

         by outside the park. The midsummer sky was the deep blue of tourist postcards.

      




  No clouds. No portents of fear.




  A parade of small children entered the meadow. They were led by a white-haired woman with a floppy straw hat and a purple

         dress that revealed blue-veined calves as she crossed the grass, moving slowly with the aid of a cane. Her entourage of small

         day campers showed great restraint in keeping pace with her. They wanted to run wild, hollering and cartwheeling through Central

         Park, all but the one who waddled with an awkward gait of legs pressed close together – the early warning sign of a bladder

         about to explode.

      




  Mrs Lanyard read aloud from a guidebook. ‘The flock of grazing sheep was removed from Sheep Meadow in 1934.’ This was followed

         by a children’s chorus of disappointed groans and one shy lament, ‘I have to pee.’

      




  ‘Of course you do.’ There was always one. It never failed. The sardonic Mrs Lanyard raised one hand to shade her eyes as she

         gazed across the open expanse of fifteen acres spotted with people, their bikes and beach towels, baby strollers and flying

         Frisbees. She was looking for her assistant, who had gone off to scout the territory ahead for a public toilet. ‘Soon,’ she

         said to the child in distress, knowing all the while that a toilet would not be found in time. No field trip was complete

         without the stench of urine on the bus ride home.

      




  After corralling her young charges into a tight cluster, she counted noses for the third time that morning. No children had

         been lost – but there was one too many. She spied an unfamiliar mop of curly red hair at the back of the ranks. That little

         girl was definitely not enrolled in the Lanyard Day Camp for Gifted Children – not that Mrs Lanyard regarded any of these

         brats as anything but ordinary. However, their parents had paid a goodly sum for a prestigious line on a six-year-old’s résumé,

         and the extra child was poaching.

      




  What an odd little face – both beautiful and comical, skin white as cream for the most part and otherwise dirty. The little

         girl’s grin was uncommonly wide, and there was an exaggerated expanse between the upturned nose and full lips. Her chin came

         to a sharp point to complete the very picture of an elf. Elfin or human, she did not belong here.

      




  ‘Little girl, what’s your name.’ This was not phrased as a question, but as a demand.




  ‘Coco,’ she said, ‘like hot chocolate.’




  How absurd. That would hardly fit a red-haired child, blue-eyed and so fair of face. ‘Where did you—’ Mrs Lanyard paused for

         a short scream when a rat ran close to the toes of her shoes. Impossible. Inconceivable. There was no mention of rats in her field guide – only birds and squirrels and banished sheep. She resolved to write the

         publishers immediately, and her criticism would be severe.

      




  ‘Urban rats are nocturnal creatures,’ said Coco, the faux camper, as if reciting from a field guide of her own. ‘They rarely

         venture out in daylight.’

      




  Well, this was not the typical vocabulary of a child her age. The little poser might be the only gifted one in the lot. ‘So

         what about that rat?’ Mrs Lanyard pointed to the rodent slithering across the meadow. ‘I suppose he’s retarded?’

      




  ‘He’s a Norway rat,’ said Coco. ‘They’re also called brown rats, and they’re brilliant. They won the rat wars a hundred years

         ago . . . when they ate all the black rats.’ This bit of trivia was punctuated by ‘ooohs’ from the other children. Encouraged, the little girl went

         on. ‘They used to be boat rats. Now they live mostly on the ground. But some of them live in the sky, and sometimes it rains rats.’

      




  In perfect unison, the day campers looked skyward, but no rodents were coming from that quarter. However, another rat was

         running toward them. Twenty-three pairs of eyes rounded with surprise. And one little boy wet his pants – finally. It never

         failed.

      




  Oh, and there – another rat – and another one. Vile creatures.

      




  In a wide swathe across the far side of the meadow, sun worshippers abandoned their towels to lope away, and screams could

         be heard at that distance where people and their vocals were only ant size. Dogs barked, and parents on the run madly piloted

         baby strollers in all directions.

      




  Mrs Lanyard motioned for the children to gather around her. The little redheaded rat maven stepped out from behind the others

         and came forward, her thin arms outreaching, silently begging for hugs and comfort.

      




  Oh, Lord, that child was filthy.

      




  The girl’s formerly white T-shirt was a mess of dirt smudges, grass-colored smears and food stains, some red as blood. And, of course, as was the case with the unwashed, the dreaded head-lice

         infestation was to be expected. ‘Stop!’ Mrs Lanyard stepped back and put up both hands to ward off the advance of this urchin.

      




  The child’s large blue eyes had a wounded look. Her arms slowly lowered to her sides. Coco turned to the other children, who

         took their cue from the old woman and also shrank away from her. The little girl’s smile collapsed, and her hands folded over

         her stomach, as if this shunning had come with the pain of a punch.

      




  A boy screamed, ‘Look! Look!’ He jabbed the air with his pointing finger. ‘More rats!’




  Oh, dear God, there were dozens of them.




  Mrs Lanyard raised her cane, prepared to defend the little ones against this moving brown carpet of quivering, twitchy fur

         that was headed their way. However, the children – all wonderfully equipped to survive – promptly abandoned the old lady

         and ran off. The odd child followed after them, her hands fluttering like small white wings in a panic.

      




  It was an inconvenient moment to suffer a massive stroke, but fortunately, mercifully, it would prove fatal for Mrs Lanyard.




  The rats were so close.

      




  She sank to her knees. The wind took her straw hat to sail it far and wide. Now her pink scalp could be seen through thinning

         white strands of hair.

      




  The rats were squealing, onrushing, almost here.




  Her eyes rolled back, and there was no more fear, though vermin were all around her, dividing into columns to skirt the obstacle

         of her kneeling body, only wanting to get past her. Stone dead, she pitched forward to lay her head upon the grass, cutting

         her face on a jagged shard of glass from a broken bottle. There was just a trickle of blood from this wound, for her heart

         had ceased to beat and pump it.

      




  Twitchy soldiers of the rat army, those closest to her, paused to look – to sniff – to taste.

      




  Mrs Ortega could hear the sound of children’s high-pitched squeals as she rolled her wire cart toward the park playground.

         Her short frame was deceptively thin, for she was strong – a side effect of hard labor. Her heritage was advertised by jet-black

         hair from the Latin side and her mother’s Irish cream complexion. On a normal day during her travels down this path, she was

         sometimes accosted by women who were attracted by her cart of cleaning supplies. These strangers always approached with a

         needy, desperate look about them – a good cleaning lady was hard to find. And she would wave them off, saying, ‘Don’t even

         ask. I’m booked solid.’

      




  Today, in a sharp departure from this routine, the cleaning lady was body-slammed by a stranger on the run, a young woman

         looking over her shoulder instead of watching where she was going.

      




  A New Yorker, born and bred, Mrs Ortega had a store of curses for moments like this, choice words that would chill the hearts

         of a motorcycle gang. She raised one fist in prelude, and then she saw fear in the other woman’s eyes when pausing to scream

         a warning – ‘Rats!’ – before running on.

      




  Obviously an out-of-towner.




  The cleaning lady’s indignation subsided, and she lowered her fist. She gave handicap points to lame tourists; anyone frightened

         by the sight of a rat was surely feeble. New York City was the rat capital of the world. Her own neighborhood had once boasted

         more vermin than all of Manhattan, but her customer base, the Upper West Side, was becoming a major competitor for bragging

         rights.

      




  Mrs Ortega entered a noisy playground enclosed in the concentric circles of a long, round bench, a fence and an outer ring

         of tall trees. She shut the iron gate behind her and took her customary seat near the drinking fountain. Nodding to nannies and some of the children she knew by name, the cleaning lady settled a delicatessen

         bag on her lap. She planned to eat a leisurely morning snack before taking the subway to SoHo. Years ago, one of her customers

         had moved downtown, and that should have been the end of him, but Charles Butler had made it worth her while to spend an extra

         train fare. She looked down at her wristwatch.

      




  Lots of time.




  There was time enough to notice a man standing just outside the fence, and the cleaning lady recognized his kind. She had

         a cop acquaintance, whose name for men like this was Short Eyes. The man was fixated on the jungle gym, a brightly colored

         structure with stairs full of climbing children and crossbeams for those who liked to dangle. And some whizzed down a metal

         slide, shrill, screaming happy kids – witless and fearless. But a few had good instincts, and they would survive to have progeny;

         native New Yorkers understood the darkest things about Darwinism. Short Eyes caught the attention of a small girl. He smiled

         – so creepy – and the child quickly turned away, her nose scrunched up, as if the sight of him could be a bad smell.

      




  All the signs were there for even a child to see, but the children’s guardians were blind, chatting into cell phones or gossiping

         with one another. There were no moms in the playground today, only the hired help. Moms were good at spotting predators. Mrs

         Ortega was better. Her pervert radar was reinforced when Short Eyes used his camera phone to covertly take pictures of the

         youngsters.

      




  Not wanting to alarm the nannies – brainless teenagers – the cleaning lady casually leaned forward, and one hand drifted toward

         the baseball bat nestled in her wire cart. This was an inheritance from her father, a Yankees fan till the day he died. She

         carried it everywhere, but not for sentimental reasons. It made a fine weapon. She watched the man – who watched the children.

      




  And then she was distracted by a dirty little face framed in curly red hair. The child peeked out from behind a tree that

         was rooted in the playground’s cement floor. Her smile was too wide, too generous for any New Yorker’s spawn. This little

         girl was a strange one, all right – and yet familiar.

      




  The cleaning lady sucked in a breath. Though the child had no wings, she was otherwise the living incarnation of a statuette

         on the mantelpiece at home. Mrs Ortega had a collection of fairy figurines, the legacy of a mother only one generation out

         of Ireland, a woman who knew the light and the dark side of the little folk: they sang and danced, smiling always, and they

         were mischief makers all. No good could come of seeing fairies in the flesh.

      




  In the common-sense compartment of her brain, she knew this little girl was all too human and vulnerable, but the resemblance

         to the magical was uncanny and unsettling. Mrs Ortega turned her head to catch Short Eyes staring at this same child as he

         prowled along the fence. The little redhead was a likely victim, for she seemed to belong to no one. Easy prey. He was slowly

         rounding the perimeter, moving closer to the gate, stealthy, grinning; this was the way a cockroach would smile if it only

         could.

      




  Mrs Ortega’s right hand wound around the handle of her baseball bat as the little girl approached one of the nannies, a fool

         teenager named Nancy, who suddenly took fright. And that was interesting because Nancy was built like a linebacker. The small

         child closed in on the older girl, arms outstretched, asking for a hug.

      




  From a stranger? Well, that was scary.

      




  The teenager left the bench at a dead run, so eager was Nancy to escape the threat of this tiny girl. The nanny collected

         her charges, twin boys, bundled them through the gate and swiftly walked them toward the park exit to West 68th Street. Thus

         abandoned, the fairy child’s head bowed, and her arms folded to hug herself.

      




  What was that on the kid’s T-shirt? Oh, damn.

      




  Mrs Ortega had an eye for stains and an expertise. A cop might be fooled by ketchup, but not her. This was blood.

      




  The child suddenly smiled, then danced on tiptoe to the edge of the playground, where the pervert was waiting by the gate

         – the open gate. He was smiling, arms held out to receive her, and she ran to him, so happy, so anxious to give and get love.

      




  Mrs Ortega pulled the baseball bat from her cart.




  Three men in uniform stood in the shade of an ancient oak tree and watched the rats swarm over the bloody mound that was the

         late Mrs Lanyard.

      




  One man broke ranks and walked toward the feeding frenzy in the meadow.




  ‘No, you don’t.’ Officer Maccaro, a twenty-year veteran of the police force, caught his young partner by the arm and restrained

         him. ‘Trust me, kid, she’s dead – really dead.’ Ah, rookies – they were like toddlers. It wasn’t safe to let them out of your sight for a minute. ‘Animal Control

         is on the way. We’ll just wait.’ He turned to the other young man, who wore the uniform of the US Forestry Service. ‘Jimmy,

         I’ve never seen so many rats in broad daylight.’

      




  ‘Well, Mac, the rodent population is zooming.’ But for the Midwest accent, the park ranger might be taken for a native city

         dweller – so blasé about vermin lunching on an old lady. ‘The poison bait wasn’t working anymore. I think the rats acquired

         a taste for it. So the parks commissioner made a damn contest out of rodent control. And along comes the first contestant,

         this idiot, Dizzy Hollaren. He runs a small mom-and-pop outfit, mostly termites and roaches. So Dizzy’s got a communal nest

         pinned down in that building over there.’ The ranger pointed to a brick structure at the edge of the meadow. ‘Before he plugs

         up the rat hole, he throws in a fumigation bomb. Works for roaches, right?’

      




  Could this man be more sarcastic? Officer Maccaro thought not. ‘I’m guessing the rats had a back door?’

      




  The ranger nodded. ‘They always do – and they swarmed.’ He turned back to the sight of rodents eating Mrs Lanyard. ‘Normally,

         you’d never see a thing like that. Rats usually scatter when they spot people. I think these critters are jazzed on Dizzy’s

         chemicals.’ He shrugged. ‘Sorry, guys. There won’t be much left of that corpse.’

      




  ‘That’s okay,’ said the younger policeman. ‘We got the victim’s name from some little kids.’




  ‘Yeah,’ said Officer Maccaro. ‘Only twenty more kids to round up.’ He turned to the far side of Sheep Meadow, where police

         officers and park workers formed a line to comb the outlying parkland for runaway day campers from the neighboring state of

         New Jersey.

      




  The ranger pointed skyward. Overhead, a large bird of prey circled the meadow. ‘Keep your eyes on the hawk. That bird’s the

         reason why you never see rats on open ground like this.’

      




  Wings spread, the hawk streaked toward the earth. Only inches from the ground, talons extended, it swooped over the feeding

         frenzy and carried off a wriggling rat that cried out in a human way. The rest of the vermin continued their meal, unperturbed.

      




  The park ranger nodded sagely. ‘They’re definitely stoned.’ His head tilted back once more, and this time he was looking up

         into the thick leaves of the stately oak. ‘I hope none of the kids are hiding in the trees.’

      




  Officer Maccaro looked up to see a rat running along the lowest bough. ‘Oh, Christ, when did they learn to do that?’

      




  Mrs Ortega took some satisfaction in the sound of a bone breaking. The pervert sank to the ground and lay there screaming.

         She rested her baseball bat on one shoulder and looked around in all directions.

      




  Where was that strange little girl?




  There was no one to ask. The playground was empty now.

      




  Two police officers were running toward her, and she waved to them with her free hand, yelling, ‘You gotta find a little girl!’




  The youngest cop was the first to enter by the iron gate. He looked down at the man on the ground, who was curled up in a

         fetal position, not screaming anymore but crying softly. The officer turned on the cleaning lady. ‘You did this?’

      




  Stupid question. Was she not holding a bloody baseball bat?




  Mrs Ortega nudged the weeping pervert with her foot. ‘Never mind this piece of garbage. He’ll live. You gotta find the kid

         real fast. She’s a magnet for creeps like him. You’ll know her when you see her. She’s got red hair, and she looks just like

         a little fairy.’

      




  ‘Oh, yeah,’ said an older policeman, smiling as he passed through the gate. ‘I think I saw her flying over the park.’




  ‘Don’t humor me.’




  ‘Okay.’ The officer drew his gun and leveled it at her head. ‘Lady, drop that bat! Now!’

      




  ‘I’m serious,’ said Mrs Ortega.




  ‘Yeah, I can see that.’ The man was staring at the bloody end of the bat.




  Well, this was new.




  The detective stood before a red prefabricated building, temporary housing for the Central Park Precinct. Next door, the older

         quarters, badly in need of renovation, were partially hidden by tarps, and the rooftops were crawling with workmen.

      




  Damn town was always falling down.




  He was far from his own station house down in SoHo, this man in a rumpled suit stained with week-old mustard, but Detective

         Sergeant Riker never had to show his badge. Uniformed cops stood in a cluster around the entrance, and then they parted in

         a wave, recognizing his rank by the air of entitlement that came with carrying a gun and a gold shield. Civilians only saw him as a middle-aged man with bad posture, an amiable, laid-back smile

         and hooded eyes that said to everyone he met, I know you’re lying, but I just don’t care.

      




  Mrs Ortega had used her telephone privilege to call in a favor. He anticipated spending his lunch hour to plead her case with

         the man in charge of this cop house, but after a few minutes’ conversation, the commander handed him the key to the lockup,

         allowing Riker the honor of uncaging the Upper West Side’s most dangerous cleaning lady.

      




  Though the little woman scowled at him through the bars, the detective grinned as he worked the key in the lock. ‘I’m impressed.’

         He opened the door and made a deep bow from the waist. ‘They tell me you broke the guy’s right arm and three ribs.’

      




  Riker escorted her downstairs, where she was reunited with her wire cart. Mrs Ortega carefully inspected her property, maybe

         suspecting the police of stealing her cleaning rags or the stiff brushes she favored for bathroom grout. ‘Where’s my bat?’

      




  ‘Don’t push your luck,’ said Riker. ‘I’ll get it back for you, okay? But not today.’




  ‘Took you long enough to bail me out.’




  ‘No bail,’ he said. ‘The charges were dropped. I’d like to take credit for that, but the call came from the mayor’s office.

         He sent his limo to pick you up.’

      




  ‘What about the little girl? She’s still out there.’




  ‘There’s fifty cops in the park right now. They’re hunting down kids from a New Jersey day camp. You told them the girl didn’t

         belong in that playground, right? So she’s probably one of the Jersey kids.’

      




  ‘No, that girl hasn’t had a bath in days. She’s lost or homeless. And I told them that!’




  ‘If the park cops don’t find her, I will. Okay?’ And now that the cleaning lady seemed somewhat mollified, he asked, ‘Don’t you wanna know why the mayor sent his limo?’

      




  She waved one hand in a shoo-fly way to tell him that she did not care.




  Playing the gentleman, he held the door open as she steered her cart outside and into the smell of dust and the sounds of

         jackhammers and traffic along the busy road bisecting the park. He guided her to a wide strip of pavement where VIPs illegally

         parked. Beside the waiting limousine stood the mayor’s personal chauffer, a man in a better suit than any cop could afford,

         and he was staring at his approaching passenger with disbelief. A nod from Riker confirmed that this little woman was indeed

         the mayor’s new best buddy. ‘Hey, pal, open the trunk. The cart goes where she goes.’

      




  While the chauffeur loaded her cleaning supplies, Mrs Ortega settled into the backseat, taking everything in stride, as if

         this luxury ride might be routine in the average day of a cleaning lady. When the driver took his place behind the wheel and

         started the engine, she leaned forward and called out to him across the expanse of the stretch limousine. ‘Drop me off in

         Brooklyn!’

      




  ‘City Hall!’ yelled Riker, countermanding her order. And now he spoke to the cleaning lady in his let’s-make-a-deal tone.

         ‘The mayor just wants to shake your hand. Maybe you pose for a few pictures, talk to some reporters.’

      




  ‘Yeah, yeah.’ She turned her face to the passenger window, clearly bored by this idea.




  ‘Listen,’ said Riker, ‘this is big. That bastard you busted up? He’s a bail jumper from Florida. While he’s been on the loose, the Miami cops found bodies under

         the floorboards of his house.’ And still the detective felt that he did not have her full attention. ‘Hey, you bagged a kid-killer.

         Good job.’

      




  ‘Riker, they gotta find that little girl. There’s something wrong with her. Or maybe nobody raised her right. She just walks

         right up to strangers. And you know that creep wasn’t the only pervert in the park. Where’s Mallory? Why didn’t she come?’

      




  ‘Lieutenant Coffey nailed her little hands to a desk.’ For the duration of a probation period, his young partner was not allowed

         to leave the SoHo precinct during shift hours, not even to forage for food north of Houston, the demarcation line.

      




  The tired child stood in a copse of sheltering trees and watched the frenzy in the meadow. A man in coveralls plugged one

         end of a thick hose into a hole in the ground and then entered the meadow, the heavy coil unrolling behind him. The nozzle

         end was pointed at the rats when he waved to another man. And now a strong blast of water from the hose scattered the vermin.

         Policemen in dark blue uniforms moved toward the bloody mess on the grass, and they knelt down beside it as more people ran

         toward them, bearing a stretcher.

      




  Traveling in the wide circle of a lost child, Coco had come back to this place by an accident of wandering. She wandered on.




  After minutes or hours – the concept of time eluded her – she came upon the lake again, though not by intention, for she had

         only the sketchiest idea of geography. She stood by a railing and peered through the thick foliage to see a familiar fat orange

         ribbon of fencing strung around the water’s edge. Continuing on her aimless way, she kept close to a low stone wall that led

         her to another landmark. There were many drinking fountains in the park, and they all looked alike, but Coco recognized this

         one by the dead bird in the basin. The tiny brown carcass had attracted flies; their buzzing was loud and ugly. Hands pressed

         against her ears – stop it stop it stop it – she left the pavement and ran down a path into the woods, her thin arms spread wide, aeroplaning, feet flying. Farther

         down the path, another marker for the place of red rain was found by chance born of panic.

      




  Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry.

      




  Coco slowed her steps to catch her breath. She walked over a trampled section of wire fence and into thick brush. Low branches

         reached out to make scratchy noises on her blue-jeaned legs. She stood on the thick root of a tree and hugged the rough bark

         of the trunk. Looking for love and comfort, she stared up into the dense leaves and called the tree by name.

      




  The tree was silent. The child melted down to the ground and curled up in a ball.




  TWO




  

    

      They’re not monster size, but adults are afraid of them. Not Dad, of course. My father doesn’t believe in monsters. And he

               doesn’t believe in me.




      —Ernest Nadler


    


  




  The detective closed the door to the lieutenant’s private office, perhaps sensing that his boss’s voice was about to rise

         a few octaves – a good instinct.

      




  ‘Let Mallory out of her cage? Are you nuts?’ The commander of Special Crimes Unit raked one hand through his light brown hair. A few years shy of forty, Lieutenant

         Coffey had a bald spot at the back of his head. It was his only outstanding feature and a reminder of what stress could do

         to a man. ‘It’s not like it’s the first time she’s done this.’

      




  ‘And she’s not the first cop to walk off the job with no goodbye,’ said Detective Sergeant Riker.




  However, this man’s partner was the only one ever to fight her way back from desk duty, that graveyard of damaged cops.




  But that was last time.

      




  ‘This time is different!’ Whoa. Deep breath. In a lower voice that would not slip under the doorsill, Jack Coffey said, ‘She was gone for three months, and I still don’t know why.’

      




  Riker shrugged this off. ‘Since when does a cop have to explain lost time?’




  Lost time? For most detectives that meant taking a walk around the block to clear their heads when the job got too crazy. But Mallory

         had taken a drive around the lower forty-eight states of the country, an area of six million square miles – not quite the same thing.

      




  ‘The department shrink won’t sign off on active duty.’ Lieutenant Coffey retrieved a psychologist’s report from his wastebasket

         and handed it to Riker. ‘Cut to the top of page three – where Dr Kane says she’s dangerously unstable. I’ll tell you why that

         got my attention. Your partner is so good at beating psych tests.’

      




  ‘And I’m sure she aced this one.’ Riker tossed the report on the desk. ‘Dr Kane’s afraid of women – especially women with

         guns. That quack probably wets his pants every time he sees her.’

      




  ‘You knew what was in her psych report before I did. She told you, right?’ Jack Coffey held up one hand to signal that a bullshit denial was unnecessary. Mallory could pick the locks

         to any data bank, and those computer skills had been sorely missed. In her absence, his detectives had been reduced to begging

         for warrants.

      




  Closed venetian blinds covered a window that spanned one upper wall of his private office. The lieutenant lifted a long metal

         slat for a covert view of the squad room and his youngest gold shield. He was not the only one watching her. Other cops were

         stealing glances. Were they wondering if they could work with her again? These days, she could jack up the anxiety of any

         room just by walking in the door, and that had to stop.

      




  Going by mere appearance, she was unchanged, still wearing silk T-shirts and custom-made blazers. Even her blue jeans were

         tailored, and her running shoes cost more than his car payment. Mallory would wear money if she could, flaunting the idea that she might be on the take, though he suspected her of being semi-honest. Her blond curls were styled the same old way, framing a porcelain

         mask with a cat’s high cheekbones. So pretty. So spooky. And what did that damn haircut cost?

      




  And why didn’t she fight back?




  As a condition of reinstatement, he had humiliated Mallory by making her handmaiden to the squad. For the past month of probation,

         she had done all their grunt work without complaint, filling out reports and filing them, making phone calls and tracking

         down leads for other detectives, tethered all the while to a desktop computer. She daily took this punishment with no sign

         of reproach, not so much as the arch of an eyebrow.

      




  So how did she plan to get even with him?




  And when might that happen?




  The lieutenant watched her sort paperwork – busywork – and he knew those neat stacks would line up precisely one inch from

         the edge of her desk. Her other name was Mallory the Machine, and this worked well with the unnatural color of her eyes –

         electric green. Sorting done, she just sat there. So still. So quiet. He could not shake the idea that she was spring-loaded.

      




  Jack Coffey was a man in a perpetual state of waiting.




  She turned his way to catch him staring at her like a common peeper.




  The metal slat snapped shut as he backed away from the window. ‘I don’t make the rules.’ He turned around to face Mallory’s

         partner. ‘No fieldwork till she gets a pass from a shrink.’

      




  ‘Got it covered.’ Detective Riker reached into his pocket and pulled out a twice-folded wad of papers. ‘Charles Butler signed

         off on her. She’s officially sane.’

      




  As if that could make it so, simply because Butler had more Ph.D.s than God did. ‘Does Charles know why she walked off the

         job?’

      




  ‘That might be in here somewhere.’ Riker unfolded the new psych report and scanned it – as if its contents might be a mystery

         to him.

      




  Right.

      




  Jack Coffey snatched the papers but never even glanced at them. He knew everything would be in order, and this new psych evaluation

         would trump Dr Kane’s bad review. Mallory’s personal psychologist had better credentials than any department shrink, but the

         poor hapless bastard had one unfortunate weakness: Kathy Mallory. If she were barking at the moon, Charles Butler would just

         assume that she was having an off day. ‘Not good enough, Riker. She can’t just waltz back in here like nothing happened.’

      




  Foolish words. He wished he could call them back – for that was exactly what she had done: Four weeks ago, Mallory had appeared

         in the squad room, hovering by the staircase door like a visiting wraith. And then, when all eyes were on her, she had taken

         up residence at her old desk by the window, a coveted spot that no one had encroached upon while she was away. During those

         months of lost time, other detectives had avoided going near her desk, as if it might be haunted, and some had even mentioned

         that the air was always colder there. The squad room had gone deadly quiet on that morning of her return; fifteen men with

         guns had sat helpless as hostages waiting for a bomb to go off. Riker, whose desk faced hers, had been the first to speak,

         saying, ‘The coffee sucks since you’ve been gone.’ Only Mallory had ever thought to wash out the pot.

      




  Today, sanguine as ever, Riker said to his boss, ‘You want her to quit?’




  ‘For now, she stays on desk duty.’ The lieutenant lifted one slat of the blinds and resumed his vigil on the squad room. Mrs

         Ortega had arrived. He watched the cleaning lady pull up a chair close to Mallory’s and sit down for a visit. Well, that was

         normal enough. The two of them shared a mania for cleaning solvents. And now he glanced at the detective’s neat desk. All her work was done. How many hours had he devoted to dreaming up new things for her

         to do? He had stopped short of handing Mallory a broom and dustpan. She might have liked that.

      




  Riker flopped down in a chair. In the only concession this man ever made to his boss’s rank, he had not lit the cigarette

         that dangled from his mouth. The dejected detective stared at the television set in the corner of the office and watched silent

         news clips of rats and running people. ‘Why not send Mallory to Central Park for the day? That’s harmless enough. Worst-case

         scenario – she rounds up a missing kid.’

      




  Jack Coffey’s smile said it all: Not a shot in hell. ‘I just got off the phone with the park cops. All the kids from the day camp are accounted for.’

      




  ‘And the one Mrs Ortega reported?’




  ‘No, not that one.’ Charles Butler’s cleaning lady had filed today’s only missing-person report on a damn pixie. ‘I figure Mrs Ortega was

         going for a psycho defense after she beat the crap out of the pervert.’

      




  ‘I heard that!’ The cleaning lady stood in the open doorway, her jaw jutting out, defiant and up for a fight. ‘I only said the kid

         looked like a fairy.’ She reached into a deep pocket of her dress and pulled out a figurine. ‘Like this one.’ The small ceramic

         creature had a wide smile, curly red hair and the wings of a giant housefly. ‘The mayor’s limo driver took me home so I could

         get it for you.’ She walked into the office and set her fairy down on the corner of his desk. ‘Take a picture. It looks exactly

         like that little girl.’

      




  ‘So the kid had wings?’ Coffey turned to his detective. ‘Riker, you left that out of your report. And what’s this crap about

         the mayor’s limousine?’

      




  ‘No wings,’ said the cleaning lady. ‘She’s just a little girl, and she’s lost. Her T-shirt had blood on it. Was that in Riker’s report?’

      




  ‘Blood?’ The lieutenant smiled. ‘Maybe a little backsplatter from your trusty baseball bat?’




  ‘No!’ Mrs Ortega held her breath for a count of ten. Then she dropped her scowl and the New York bravado; this matter was

         that important to her. The little woman’s tone was almost placating when she said, ‘There was blood on that kid before I creamed the pervert.’

      




  ‘Then she’s probably one of the Jersey kids,’ said Coffey. ‘While you were in lockup, did the park cops tell you about the

         rat attack in Sheep Meadow?’

      




  ‘The rats were on the ground. The blood was on the shoulders of her T-shirt – nowhere else.’ Mrs Ortega folded her arms. ‘Good

         try, though.’

      




  The telephone rang, and Riker leaned forward to pick up the receiver, as if expecting a personal call on his lieutenant’s

         private line. ‘Yeah? . . . Oh, yeah.’ The detective listened for a moment and then held out the phone. ‘Boss, it’s the mayor. He wants to talk to you.’

      




  A rat fell to earth, squealing all the way down, and landed with a thump at Coco’s feet. She had seen this miracle before.

         The lifeless creature lay with its pale yellow underbelly exposed, and the shiny eyes stared at the sky from whence it came.

         Red droplets fell down to disappear in the dirt at the base of the tree. The rat twitched, and Coco felt icy. Fluttery.

      




  She could hear her heart beating.




  The rodent’s body convulsed. Magically reanimated, it scrambled away in the underbrush, snapping twigs and making small mechanical

         squeaks and peeps. In a child’s game of statue, she stood still as death, and her heart – da dum, da dum, da dum – was louder now and faster.

      




  Lieutenant Coffey settled into the chair behind his desk. He had concluded his telephone call from City Hall, and now he gave

         the cleaning lady his best political smile. ‘The mayor loves you, Mrs Ortega.’

      




  The city’s top politician was indeed her biggest fan, so happy that a civilian – not a cop – had broken the pedophile’s bones

         in full view of a dozen witnesses, most of them under the age of six. The mayor also suffered from the delusion that Mrs Ortega’s

         heroism might balance out the bad press of rats eating a park visitor.

      




  What a fool.

      




  ‘The mayor tells me his limo driver was supposed to take you to City Hall – not Brooklyn. You’re overdue for a photo op and

         a press conference.’

      




  ‘I told you,’ she said, ‘I had to go home and get my fairy.’

      




  ‘Of course, and thank you for that.’ Jack Coffey stared at the winged figurine perched on the corner of his desk, and he picked

         his next words with care, electing not to tell her that the missing pixie would have to murder three or more people before

         Special Crimes took an interest. With great diplomacy, he splayed his hands, a New Yorker’s gesture to show that he held no

         animosity and no weapons. ‘The limousine is downstairs waiting for you . . . and the mayor’s waiting . . . and the television

         cameras.’

      




  ‘No way,’ said Mrs Ortega. ‘I’m not leaving here till you—’




  ‘I’ll tell the park precinct there’s still one kid missing.’ Coffey picked up the figurine. ‘And I’ll send them a picture

         of this thing, okay?’

      




  ‘Sure you will.’ The little woman sat well back in her chair to let him know that she planned to stay awhile. Screw the mayor.

      




  The lieutenant had only turned his head for a moment, and Detective Mallory appeared beside him, as if she had simply materialized

         from some other planet. Coffey knew that she did this trick to stop his heart, and he was about to point the way back to her desk when she smiled – never a good sign.

      




  ‘I wonder,’ said Mallory, in the offhand manner of opining on the time of day, ‘how bad does the mayor want to see Mrs Ortega?’

      




  Jack Coffey could only stare at her, fascinated, though he knew what would happen next. The game was blackmail. The young

         detective wanted out of her cage. And she was entirely too confident of her second psych evaluation.

      




  ‘The little girl is disabled,’ said Mallory. ‘She has Williams syndrome.’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Mrs Ortega. ‘Charles Butler says she’ll never find her own way home. You can’t let her wander around

         the—’

      




  ‘Just a damn minute,’ said Coffey. ‘Charles saw her, too?’




  ‘No,’ said Mrs Ortega, ‘I called him on the way to Brooklyn. He diagnosed her over the phone – the mayor’s car phone.’

      




  The lieutenant smelled collusion.




  ‘You might want to find that little girl.’ Mallory was oh, so casual. ‘Pedophiles love Central Park. If the kid gets raped,

         it might wreck the mayor’s whole day.’ It was unnecessary to mention that, via Mrs Ortega, this detective now had the mayor’s

         ear. And the word payback also remained unspoken.

      




  In the darkest region of Jack Coffey’s brain, a hobgoblin jumped up and down, screaming, ‘Shoot Mallory! Shoot her now!’ But instead, the lieutenant turned back to the cleaning lady and forced a smile. ‘Okay, this is my best offer. I’ll get

         the park precinct to spot you ten cops to find that lost kid. Deal?’

      




  Mrs Ortega rose to her feet and leaned over his desk. One thumb gestured back toward the detectives behind her. ‘You throw

         in those two, and we got a deal.’

      




  Mallory sat down in the chair next to Riker’s and stretched out her long legs. She opened her pocket watch, an antique handed

         down to her from the late, great cop Lou Markowitz. She usually trotted out this prop to advertise the generations of police in her foster father’s lineage – and to call in favors owed to

         that good old man. On the day of her return, she had laid the watch on her desk as a plea and a dare to take her back. But

         today she held it up as an illustration of time passing. The mayor would be waiting, fuming, only moments from imploding.

      




  Jack Coffey shrugged, and this was akin to waving a white flag of surrender. Sometimes losing was a good idea. Failure could

         be so restful. His tension headache was gone even before his two detectives had been dispatched uptown to Central Park. Mrs

         Ortega was sent downtown to City Hall – a problem solved – and, by the scales of wins and losses, this might be a break-even

         day.

      




  The lieutenant allowed half an hour before he turned on the volume of the television set. It was tuned to the cable channel

         for city coverage, and he expected to see the cleaning lady and the mayor in a press conference. Instead, he saw a picture

         of Columbus Circle, and around it ran a river of vehicles flowing from the tributaries of broad avenues. The camera narrowed

         its field and shifted to the sun-washed plaza of Merchants’ Gate, the southwest entrance to Central Park. The lens zoomed

         in on a monument, and atop this high pylon stood the golden statue of Columbia Triumphant riding her chariot drawn by three

         sea horses. The camera panned down to the tight shot of a little boy with many microphones framing his face.

      




  And the lieutenant heard the second fairy sighting of the day.




  The boy on camera invoked a celebrity pixie of storybook fame to describe a child who was still at large in the park. ‘But

         she wasn’t blond like Tinker Bell. This girl had red hair.’ The boy’s smile became sly. With special glee and a touch of the ghoul, saving the best for last, he announced, ‘She

         was covered with blood!’

      




  Oh, great. Just great.

      




  ‘I bet you’re wondering how I know you’re lying.’ Mallory did not say this unkindly, but her partner thought she did stare at the boy in the way a cat might gaze at its food – no eye contact. Riker wondered if she saw the child as all of

         one piece, like a slab of meat that wore a little baseball cap.

      




  The young day camper was slow to realize that he was no longer safe in the company of smiling, solicitous reporters. This

         tall blonde was an altogether different sort of creature – and he was in deep trouble. His mouth hung open when he looked

         up at her, as if she outsized the golden statue that was merely larger than life.

      




  Mallory grabbed the little boy’s hand and marched him around to the back of the monument that marked the entrance to Central

         Park. Riker followed close behind them to shield this kidnap from cameras on the other side of the plaza, where reporters

         interviewed the rest of the Jersey children, and where street musicians cranked up the music to compete with the honking horns

         of crazed drivers. Cars were frozen in a massive gridlock around Columbus Circle, and uniformed officers ran along the curb

         of the plaza, waving ticket pads at news vans insane enough to double-park. A civilian audience lined up to watch this circus,

         and food vendors appeared out of nowhere to cater the party.

      




  No one noticed the child snatched by the detectives.




  ‘That girl did have blood on her.’ The six-year-old’s voice was whiny now, but he did not cry, and Riker gave him points for that. The little

         boy looked down at his shoes, a sure sign of guilt.

      




  ‘Last chance,’ said Mallory, as if the authority to send him to hell was hers alone. ‘Tell me what—’




  ‘He lied.’ A second tiny camper, a girl with a ponytail, stepped out of Riker’s shadow and crept up to Mallory, saying, ‘That girl

         wasn’t covered in blood.’ The child cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered confidentially, ‘It was just a little blood.’ She pointed to her own T-shirt and described the small red stains as they appeared on the missing girl’s shoulder and one sleeve.

         ‘Here, and here, too. Oh, and her name is Coco.’

      




  Riker opened his notebook. ‘Coco, huh?’ After jotting this down, his pen hovered over the page. ‘So . . . about this blood.

         Did you see a wound or a cut?’

      




  ‘No, she was just spotty, and she looked like this.’ The little girl put two fingers into her mouth and stretched it into

         a wide Halloween grin with gaps of missing baby teeth.

      




  ‘Well, that sort of fits.’ Riker held up a photograph of Mrs Ortega’s fairy figurine, and he showed it to this more reliable

         witness. ‘Did Coco look something like—’

      




  ‘That’s her!’ The little girl squealed as she jumped up and down, so excited she could hardly stand it. ‘I forgot about the wings!’

      




  Riker sighed.




  And the little boy, the confirmed liar, nodded. ‘Yup, she had wings, all right.’ Small hands jammed into his pockets, he looked up at the sky with newfound nonchalance.

         ‘She’s probably in Mexico by now.’

      




  Mallory hunkered down, her face a bare inch from the boy’s. No escape, no mercy. And Riker winced.




  ‘Tell me something,’ she said. ‘About those stains on Coco’s T-shirt – did you see that blood before the rats ate Mrs Lanyard?’

      




  The little boy’s body jerked to attention, eyes gone wide with the shock of a popped balloon. Evidently, this runaway camper

         had never looked back to see the rat attack. And the reporters – those jackals – had been too sensitive to tell him that the old lady was dead. All of this was apparent with the child’s tears, big ones

         and so many of them.

      




  The detectives had an answer of sorts, and they moved on to enter Central Park.




  If asked, Coco would say she had walked two hundred and eighty-three miles in the past hour to cross a span of parkland equal

         to four city blocks. In her reckoning, time and space were arbitrary things, though she did strive to be precise with her

         numbers.

      




  The child followed four steps behind a woman whose face she had yet to see. Coco planned to ask if this stranger would please

         hold her hand. She badly needed to hold on to someone, anyone. It was a flyaway day with no anchors to a solid world, and tears were a near thing from moment to moment. But now her attention

         strayed to a man with a blue shirt and gray pants just like Uncle Red’s clothing. But this could not be him.

      




  Uncle Red had lately turned himself into a tree.




  The lady ahead of her stopped and looked up. During Coco’s travels through the park from nights into days, she had noticed

         that other visitors never looked up – only this woman. Maybe the stranger had heard a tree crying. Trees did that sometimes.

         But not this one. Oh, and now the red rain came down here, too, but only a few drops, and they landed on the back of the lady’s

         dress.

      




  ‘You’re spotted,’ said Coco. ‘You’ve got red spots – like mine.’




  The woman whirled around, and a rat fell from the tree to land on her head. The lady screamed and batted at it, but the rat

         was tangled in her long hair, and now it was also screaming. Trembling, Coco rose up on her toes, poised for flight, and then

         she was off, feet touching lightly to ground as she ran, outrunning sound, chasing it out of her brain. Now there were footfalls

         behind her – too heavy for rodent steps, even if all the rats in the world stood on one another’s backs. But she never looked

         over her shoulder to see what was behind her. After a long time, forever and ever, she found herself safe among the lions.

      




  THREE




  

    

      I’m two grades ahead of my age group. So I have classes with all three of them. In History, Aggy the Biter sits next to me,

               clicking her teeth. Every now and then, she reaches across the aisle to pinch me. Testing the meat?




      —Ernest Nadler


    


  




  Riding shotgun with his partner would have been more exciting in a real car. Mallory rarely used a siren, preferring to frighten

         other motorists with close encounters that threatened their paint jobs and taillights. But today she was limited to the top

         speed of this small park vehicle, a glorified golf cart with a peanut-size engine.

      




  Riker played navigator, consulting a map of narrow roads, meandering trails and the highways of Central Park. As they traveled

         north, he drew an X over a brand-new city landmark, the spot where the rats had eaten an out-of-towner. They were drawing close to the playground

         near 68th Street, where Mrs Ortega had seen the missing child. He looked at his watch. Hours had passed since the rat attack

         in the meadow on the other side of West Drive. ‘We’ll never find her around here. Kids make good time on the run.’ He despaired

         of locating one little girl in parkland that was miles long, half a mile wide and filled with a million trees to hide her. And yet his partner aimed the cart with confidence

         and sure direction. ‘So what do you know that I don’t know?’

      




  ‘Coco’s not hiding,’ said Mallory. ‘She’s trying to connect with people. She’ll stick to this road.’




  His partner had the inside track on lost children. She used to be one – if it could be said that she was ever a real child. She had arrived at the Markowitz household with a full skill set for survival at the age of ten or eleven. Her foster

         parents, Lou and Helen, had never been certain of her age because the child-size Kathy Mallory had also shown a genius for

         deception. But stealing was where Riker thought the kid really shined in her puppy days.

      




  Eliciting fear was a talent she had later grown into.




  After passing the park exit for 77th Street, Mallory pressed the gas pedal to the floor and jumped the curb to aim the cart

         at two boys with skateboards in hand. They wore kneepads and wrist guards and helmets, all the cushions that parents could

         provide to keep their young alive in New York City. True, these youngsters were teenagers, but someone loved them. When the cart braked to a sudden stop, the front wheels were inches from their kneecaps – and the boys laughed.

         No shock, no awe, for this was a toy car. And then the fun was over. They had locked eyes with Mallory.

      




  Oh, shit.

      




  Words were unnecessary. She only nodded to say, Yes, I’m a cop. Yes, I carry a gun – a big one. She tilted her head to one side and smiled, silently asking if they might have a bit of weed in their pockets that would

         interest her.

      




  Teenagers were so easy.

      




  Riker held up his badge and waved them over to his side of the cart. He reached into his pocket for the photograph of Mrs

         Ortega’s fairy figurine. ‘Okay, guys, this is how it works. One smartass remark and my partner shoots you. We’re hunting for

         a lost kid. The girl looks something like this.’ He showed them the photo and read one boy’s mind when he saw the smirk. ‘Forget you saw

         the wings.’ He nodded toward Mallory. ‘She will hurt you.’

      




  ‘Yeah, we saw the kid,’ said the taller boy. ‘Well, you’re headed in the right direction.’ He pointed back the way he had

         come with his friend. ‘Take the first path on the right. She was running east.’

      




  ‘She went into the Ramble?’ Riker shaded his eyes to look toward that area of dense woods, once notorious as a haven for addicts

         and muggers with knives and guns, and for bob-and-drop rapists with rocks. In more recent times, the wildwood had been invaded

         by bird-watchers, joggers and grandmothers. ‘How long ago?’

      




  ‘Maybe an hour – half an hour.’




  ‘Talk to me.’ Mallory zeroed in on the other boy’s guilty face. ‘What else happened?’




  This teenager looked down at the grass and then up to the sky. ‘She asked me for a hug.’




  ‘But she was dirty.’ Mallory stepped out of the cart. ‘Probably a homeless kid.’ Her voice was a monotone. ‘You thought you

         might catch something – bedbugs or lice.’ She circled around the boy, snatched his skateboard and tossed it under the wheels

         of the cart. And still, he would not look at her. ‘That little girl had blood on her T-shirt, and she was scared, wasn’t she?

         But you had plans for the day, places to go – no time to call the cops.’ Mallory held up her open hand and showed the boy

         his own pricey cell phone. He stared at it in disbelief as he patted the empty back pocket of his jeans.

      




  ‘You think I can hit the water from here?’ She glanced at the long finger of lake water bordered with an orange construction

         fence, and she hefted his phone as if weighing it. ‘Talk to me.’

      




  The teenager turned his worried eyes to Riker, who only shrugged to say I warned you about her.

      




  It was the other boy who spoke first, maybe in fear for his own cell phone. ‘The girl was a little strange . . . I thought she was gonna cry when—’

      




  ‘When your friend blew her off?’ With only the prompt of Mallory folding her arms, both of them were talking at once, and

         now they remembered – suddenly and conveniently – that Coco had run toward another park visitor.

      




  ‘We figured he’d call the cops.’

      




  ‘Yeah,’ said Riker, ‘sure you did.’ Pissant liar.

      




  The teenager gave him a snarky so-what smile – no respect.

      




  Smug lies to cops should have consequences, but rather than shake the little bastard until his perfect teeth came loose, Riker

         turned away and climbed into the cart. Behind him, he heard a splash followed by the boy’s ‘Oh, shit! My phone!’ Then Mallory was back in the driver’s seat, and the cart lurched forward with the satisfying crunch of a skateboard under

         one wheel.

      




  The detectives traveled down a narrow road and into the woods at the reckless top speed of hardly any miles per hour. The

         Ramble was a sprawl of thirty-eight acres, thick with trees and lush foliage, beautiful and disheartening. On Riker’s map,

         this area was a daunting maze of winding paths. ‘We’ll never find her in here.’

      




  ‘Sure we will. The kid’s running scared. She’ll make all the easy choices.’ Mallory passed every turnoff, staying on the widest

         path and only slowing down for a closer look at a low, flimsy, wire fence. And now a full stop. One section of the fence had

         been pulled down to the ground. Old lessons of the late Lou Markowitz – she would always stop to look at every odd thing.

         And then she drove on.

      




  As they rolled out of the Ramble and onto open ground down near the Boathouse Café on the east side of the lake, Riker answered

         his cell phone. ‘Yeah?’ He turned to his partner. ‘We’re headed the right way. We got a fairy sighting on the mall.’

      




  Beyond the lake of rowboats and ducks, past Bethesda Terrace, they drove onto the park mall and into the mellow tones of a

         saxophone near the old band shell. Four people were coming toward them, frightened and running faster than the cart could

         go. The detectives traveled past them and down the wide pedestrian boulevard lined with giant trees, benches and street lamps

         from the gaslight era. High above them was a canopy of leafy branches, and up ahead was the sound of a Dixieland band, which

         seemed to orchestrate the civilian scramble for park exits. The music stopped when Riker flashed his badge.

      




  ‘False alarm,’ said the banjo man, holding up his cell phone. ‘We thought the kid was lost, but then she hooked up with a

         tour group.’

      




  And the trumpet player said, ‘I gave them directions to the park zoo.’




  The cart rolled on, pedal to the floor.




  ‘Hold it!’ yelled Riker. They braked to a sudden stop as a gang of rats cut across the paving stones in front of them. ‘What

         the hell?’ Downtown in his SoHo neighborhood, the rodents were all dilettantes who never turned out until ten o’clock at night,

         and they avoided people. They were rarely seen except as shining eyes reflecting streetlights and watching from the dark of

         alleys and trashcans. Sometimes he would see one scurrying close to a wall, but he had never seen galloping rats, backs arching and elongating. No doubt these were people-eating escapees from Sheep Meadow. Most of the vermin had

         cleared the path when one brazen animal stopped in front of their vehicle. The lone rat reared up on his hind legs and faced

         them down – absolutely fearless – almost admirable.

      




  Mallory ran over him.




  Upon entering the zoo on foot, the detectives decided not to show the fairy photograph. Instead they worked off the simple

         description of a small redhead in a bloody T-shirt. Here, where civilians were sheltered from hysterical screamers and marauding vermin, there were no signs of panic. A tranquil visitor pointed them toward the exhibit at the heart of a plaza, a raised cement pool where sea lions lazed atop slabs of rock, dozing and baking under the

         noonday sun. And there was the little girl, standing on the steps that surrounded the enclosure. A zoo employee kept his distance

         from her while making a long reach to hand over the traditional ice-cream cone for the lost child.

      




  Mallory called out, ‘Coco!’




  The tiny girl dropped her cone and ran toward them, laughing and crying, her puny arms outstretched to beg an embrace. The

         desperation on her dirty little face saddened Riker. A hug might well be oxygen to her, the stuff of life itself. She needed this. Mrs Ortega was right – Coco had no survival instincts. The clueless child had picked his partner as a source of warmth

         and comfort.

      




  Coco wrapped her arms around the tall blond detective, who not only tolerated the embrace but smiled down upon this poor bloodstained

         baby – Mallory’s ticket to the street. No more desk duty. A lost child was found, and this had the makings of a great press

         release to lessen the damage to tourism done by bloodthirsty rats. The mayor would be so grateful.

      




  Redbrick walls, trees and flowers enclosed the courtyard of the zoo’s café. The luncheon crowd was terrorized by screaming

         gangs of toddlers and faster youngsters pursued by frazzled young women. Older women, veteran mommies, sat quietly, waiting

         for the children’s batteries to run down. And strolling pigeons were beggars at every outdoor table.

      




  Coco, a born storyteller, alternately chomped a hotdog and gave the detectives more details of her odyssey through Central

         Park. No question could have a simple answer without the embroidery of fantasy. In respect to the spots on her T-shirt, she

         said, ‘The blood comes from the same place the rats do.’ She pointed upward. ‘There are rats who live in the sky.’ She looked

         from Riker’s face to Mallory’s, correctly suspecting skepticism in their eyes. ‘Some do,’ she said with great dignity and authority. ‘Sometimes it rains rats, and sometimes it rains blood.’ She shrugged one thin

         shoulder to tell them that this weather phenomenon was a bit of a crapshoot.

      




  Mallory’s indulgence was wearing off. ‘You saw the rats with the woman who—’




  Riker put up one hand to forestall a grisly account of Mrs Lanyard’s demise. ‘So you saw all those rats in the meadow, huh?’




  ‘Yes. Then everyone ran away. Me, too.’ In the child’s version, a few dozen rats became a horde of thousands, and all of them

         were big as houses with teeth as long as her arms. ‘Rats are prolific breeders.’

      




  Riker wondered how many six-year-olds had prolific in their small store of words.

      




  ‘Whose blood is that?’ Mallory was not a great believer in sky rats and blood rain.




  ‘It’s God’s blood,’ said Coco.




  Riker stared at the red stains. The elongated shapes did suggest drops falling from above, but so much of the world was above

         the head of this child. ‘Where were you when the blood landed on your T-shirt?’

      




  ‘In the park. There are lots of rats in the park. Most people never see them. They’re usually nocturnal.’




  ‘Nocturnal? That’s a long word for a little girl,’ said Riker. ‘How old are you?’




  ‘I’m eight.’ She said this with pride. It might be true. She was smaller than other children that age, but her words were

         bigger.

      




  Mallory placed her own hotdog on Coco’s tray, and the child fell upon it as if she had not been fed for days. ‘You were in

         the park at night? That’s how you know rats are nocturnal?’

      




  ‘I read that in a book.’ The little girl demolished the second hotdog. ‘Granny used to give me book lessons every day. That

         was before I went to live with Uncle Red. But when it got dark, he had himself delivered to the park. I went to look for him,

         but he turned into a tree.’

      




  ‘So you were here all night?’ Now Riker was incredulous. ‘All by yourself?’

      




  ‘Yes. I listened to the tree all night long – every night. You know the way trees cry. They don’t have mouths, so it sounds

         like this.’ She covered her mouth with both hands and made a muffled plaintive sound.

      




  Riker felt a sudden chill with this hint of something true. He stared at the blood on the child’s T-shirt.




  Whose blood?




  Mallory used a napkin to gently wipe mustard from Coco’s chin, rewarding her with this little act of kindness – training her

         – like a puppy. ‘Let’s go find your Uncle Red.’

      




  It was the freelancer’s day off from the despair of never landing a full-time job, and all he had with him was a damn camera

         phone. Though he had seen it happen with his own eyes, no photo editor would ever believe that rat had fallen from the sky.

         He had snapped the picture seconds too late, only able to capture an image of a rodent riding the back of a woman. He had

         followed the screaming lady on a chase of many twisty paths before losing her.

      




  It was his first time in the Ramble, which had no helpful signs with cute names for these trails, and he had been traveling

         in circles for nearly an hour. As he walked, he looked down at the image displayed on his camera phone, looking for landmarks

         of the place where the rat-ridden woman had begun her mad dash. Finally he was on the right path again. Yes, this was where

         he had seen the rat come down from the sky. Looking upward at the overreaching branches, he conceded that the rodent had most

         likely fallen from a tree, though it was still a hell of a shot.

      




  But when did rats start climbing trees?

      




  He stared at the picture on the small screen of his cell phone, the photograph of a woman with a rat in her hair. In the background,

         there was a smaller figure – a red-haired child, her head tilted back – looking up at what? More tree rats? He stood on the

         exact spot where the curious little girl had been standing an hour ago. Staring up into the dense leaves, he detected something

         green but not leafy. A bulging bag was strung up on a high branch, and – holy shit! – it moved. A rat emerged from a tear in the bag, and now the creature was coming down through the leaves, dropping from

         one bough to land on a lower one. An acrobat rat? It paused on the lowest limb to have its picture taken. Click. Fat and ungainly, the rodent barely kept its balance with tiny vermin hands. A drunken rat? Its fur was slicked down, and

         the rat shook itself like a wet dog, splattering the freelancer’s white shirt – oh, crap – with drops of blood.

      




  Mallory led a short parade of vehicles. Behind the detectives rode two patrolmen, and the third cart was driven by a park

         ranger. The little girl sat on Riker’s lap, her head turning from side to side, looking for a dead bird, she said. They were

         traveling north, heading back toward the Ramble again, with only the child’s cryptic clue of water tied with a fat orange

         ribbon; and that would be the maintenance crew’s fence around a sliver of the lake, the same place where Mallory had tossed

         a teenager’s phone into the water. As the three carts rolled along West Drive, the detectives learned that the formal name

         of Coco’s granny was Grandmother. Uncle Red had no other designation.

      




  And this child had survived more than one night in the park.




  ‘Stop!’ When the carts pulled over to the curb, Coco jumped out to inspect another drinking fountain, the third one along

         this route. ‘This is it,’ she said, pointing to the eyeless dead bird in the basin. She recoiled from the buzzing flies that

         covered the tiny corpse, and she ran to the end of a curved stone wall, holding both hands over her ears.

      




  Mallory called the little girl back to the cart, and the search party headed into the Ramble, rolling on paths too narrow

         for larger vehicles. Coco could offer them no more guidance, but Mallory seemed to need no directions, and Riker had a fair

         idea of where she was going. She stopped the cart at the place where she had earlier paused for a closer look at something

         that passed for minor vandalism. Now she pointed to a small section of chicken-wire fence that had been forced down. ‘Coco,

         have you seen that before?’

      




  ‘I didn’t do it,’ said the little girl. And Riker had to smile, for this was his partner’s trademark line. Coco climbed down

         from his lap to stand on the path. ‘We’re here.’

      




  The park ranger left his own vehicle. ‘The kid should get back in the cart. We’ve got a rat swarm in the Ramble. That’s why

         you don’t see any people here. They swarmed, too.’

      




  ‘We’re half a mile from Sheep Meadow,’ said Mallory. ‘Aren’t rats territorial?’




  ‘Yes, ma’am, but these aren’t the same rats.’ The ranger pointed east. ‘Our new exterminator flushed another swarm out of

         a building on the other side of the Ramble. He was supposed to kill them, but he just got them stoned on chemicals.’

      




  ‘He fumigated rats . . . in a park.’

      




  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said the ranger, his face deadpan, his voice without affect. ‘And now they’re all so wonderfully uninhibited.’




  ‘Well, that explains a lot.’ Riker settled the child on the passenger seat of the park ranger’s cart. ‘Okay, honey, you stay

         here and talk rats with the funny man.’

      




  When the detective had joined his partner by the downed section of fence, the ranger called to them, ‘Watch out! The rats

         are more aggressive now, and they bite. If you see one, don’t run. That only encourages them. I think they like it when you run.’

      




  Mallory pointed to the ground where deep twin ruts were overlapped by shallow ones. ‘A tire-tread pattern for two wheels.

         That fits with something small, like a hand truck.’

      




  ‘A delivery guy’s dolly. Coco said her uncle was delivered to the park.’ Riker’s shoes left no footprints on the dry dirt.

         ‘So the dolly came through here after the rain, when the ground was soft.’

      




  ‘But it hasn’t rained for days.’ Mallory bent low to examine the exposed earth and sparse weeds trampled by the wheels. ‘The

         dolly’s load was heavy going in and a lot lighter coming back out.’

      




  Light by one body? And might that body belong to Coco’s missing uncle?




  Mallory, a born-again believer in sky rats and blood rain, was looking upward as she entered the thick of the trees. It was

         Riker who saw the patches of human flesh between the leaves of foliage on the ground – then the profile of a face – and now

         the fronds of a fern were pulled away to expose a naked man lying on his side. Wrists and ankles tied by rope, the body was

         bent backwards like an archer’s bow. Riker reached down to touch the flesh. Cold and rigid. Late-stage rigor mortis? The one

         visible eye was sunk deep in its socket, and the bluish skin was mottled.

      




  ‘Textbook dead.’ Riker called out to the ranger on babysitting detail. ‘Get the kid outta here!’




  As the ranger’s cart drove off with Coco, Mallory shouted at the two uniformed officers, ‘Nobody gets past you! Got that?’




  The patrolmen stood guard by the fallen fence while the detectives made a closer inspection of the nude corpse. ‘Dark brown

         hair,’ said Riker. ‘I’m guessing this isn’t the kid’s Uncle Red. Maybe we still got another body to find.’

      




  He heard the rats before he saw them, quick scrabbling through the underbrush, then twitching into view, dozens of them. The

         first one to jump the dead man sniffed out the soft delicacies of the eyes. Riker, a man with a fully loaded gun, not a shy or retiring type, was scared witless, but he would not run. Like Mallory,

         he stood his ground while rats ran around their shoes to get at the body. ‘Hey!’ he yelled, waving his arms. That should have

         scattered them, but the critters seemed not to notice. All the rules of rodents were suspended today, and all that he could

         count on was the fact that vermin carried ticks and fleas and plagues from the Middle Ages. And their teeth were so terribly

         sharp.

      




  His partner picked up a rock and nailed one rat with an all-star pitch. Oh, bless Lou Markowitz for teaching his kid the all-American

         game of baseball – and trust Mallory to pervert it this way. Calm and composed, she snapped on a Latex glove, then picked

         up the bloodied rat by the tail and dangled it. The rest of them lifted their snouts to sniff the air. She swung the limp

         rat wide of the corpse, and it sailed past the startled patrolmen to land on the path by the carts.

      




  Setting an example for the other rats? No, not quite.




  The vermin swarmed toward the smell of fresh, flowing blood and gnawed on their not-quite-dead brother rat. The carnage on

         the path was a frenzy of ripping teeth, blood fly and whipping tails. Mallory’s early childhood on the streets had outfitted

         her with all the ugliest shortcuts for pest control.

      




  One of the patrolmen called out, his voice young and hopeful, ‘Can we shoot ’em?’




  Without a direct order from a superior, these patrolmen would be sent to NYPD Hell if they discharged their service weapons

         – even for the just cause of protecting a crime scene.

      




  Riker gave them a thumbs-up, and the two officers whiled away their time picking off rats with bullets. Bang! went the guns, Bang! Bang! All around them, screaming birds took flight. The rats that were still alive remained. Still hungry.

      




  The detectives knelt down beside the naked victim. Riker guessed that rigor mortis had set in hours ago. The bound corpse was frozen in his hog-tied pose.

      




  Bang! Bang! Bang!




  Ligature marks on wrists and ankles were crusted with old blood from a struggle to get free, and that had probably attracted

         the rats, though the abrasions showed signs of early healing. How long had this body been lying here? A piece of duct tape

         dangled from the dead man’s chin. Another piece clung to the side of the face, and rough threads from a burlap weave were

         caught between the lips.

      




  Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!




  Mallory looked up, and Riker followed the line of her gaze. His eyes were not so young, and he had to squint to make out the

         slack shape of green material hanging from a high bough of the tree, and there was a gaping hole at the bottom of this empty

         bag. Giving up the only vanity of his middle age, he donned a pair of bifocals to see twigs and branches bent and broken where

         they had slowed the progress of a falling body.

      




  His partner leaned over the rigid corpse at their feet. With one gloved hand, she lightly touched straight lines of sticky

         residue where the tape had once covered the eyes and mouth. Here the skin was raw. ‘He rubbed his face against the burlap

         to get the tape off.’

      




  And patches of dried-out skin had come off with it. How long had this poor bastard gone without food and water?




  ‘Okay, we got a real sick game here,’ said Riker. ‘Look at this.’ He pointed to a wad of wax that plugged an ear cavity. ‘Our

         freak’s into sensory deprivation. No sight, no hearing, just starvation and slow death.’

      




  The detectives heard the buzz before they saw the insects that always came to lay their eggs in decomposing flesh. The first

         fly landed to crawl upon the dead man’s eyeball.

      




  The corpse blinked – and then it screamed.




  FOUR




  

    

      Before they can grab me, I warn them that I have superpowers. I can run like a rabbit, shiver like a whippet, and I can scream

               like a little girl. The three of them look at me like – what the hell? This buys me a few seconds, and I jump into the slipstream

               of a passing teacher. At lunchtime, they come along every few minutes like taxicabs.




      —Ernest Nadler


    


  




  The victim had lost consciousness again as he lay at the foot of the hanging tree.




  A tube connected the naked man to a bag of fluid held high by a paramedic, who used his free hand to swat bugs. His patient

         hovered between the status of a corpse and a live carry. ‘Starvation ain’t the problem,’ he said to Detective Mallory, ‘and

         those rat bites won’t kill him, but dehydration’s a bitch.’

      




  ‘Best guess,’ she said. ‘How long has he gone without water?’




  The paramedic shrugged. ‘I’d say three days at the outside. Any longer than that and he’d be dead.’




  Though the victim had been freed of bindings, his body was still frozen in the captive posture when he was lifted onto a stretcher

         and carried through the woods to a waiting ambulance.

      




  Two patrolmen strung yellow crime-scene tape from tree to tree in a crude circle. One of them stopped to shout at a taxpayer,

         ‘We’re not selling tickets! Get lost!’

      




  And the civilian yelled, ‘I’m from the Times!’ which made him a reporter and thus a legal kill in the codebook of the NYPD.

      




  Mallory turned her eyes up to the high branches of the hanging tree and the remnants of the empty sack that had gone unnoticed

         by paramedics. She had no interest in what happened to the reporter as long as the carnage stayed on the other side of the

         yellow tape. Except for the Times interloper, panic had emptied the Ramble of people, and she still had hopes of keeping secret the detail of the burlap bag.
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